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Abstract 
The sharing economy is growing rapidly and companies that follow this business model are 
innovating diverse areas of the economy in various ways, which has caused both positive and 
negative reactions. This project report deals with how services from the sharing economy can 
potentially benefit urban mobility. With the case study of the recent entry of Uber in Costa 
Rica, the problem is put into perspective according to the context and the social circumstances 
of the country. This qualitative report follows a critical realist standpoint, and data is collected 
from documents as well as semi-structured interviews, which are theoretically supported by 
the NOA (needs, opportunities and abilities) Model. The analysis is divided into the main 
entities that conform this case: Uber, the Costa Rican population and the local government. 
Can Uber be indeed classified as a sharing economy company? How is Uber shifting socio-
cultural conceptions on urban mobility? How can Costa Rican policymakers deal with this 
non-traditional way of doing business? These and other concerns have built the conclusion 
that although Uber is to some extent beneficial for its community and general urban mobility, 
it is still necessary to adopt new legal and regulatory frameworks, as the sharing economy is 
not a temporary phenomena and is here to stay. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1. Problem Area 
In many ways globalization of technology has re-structured and played a significant role in 
various areas of the economic activity and its processes (Archibugi and Michie, 1997, p.1). 
An example of how globalization, technology and economy can work together is through the 
recent trend of ‘sharing economy’. This term refers to the way businesses and people share 
underutilized assets by making them accessible to a community, which nowadays has been 
done through online platforms (Stephany, 2015, p.9; Cohen and Kietzmann, 2014, p.279). The 
idea is to organize exchanges between individuals in a more “...flexible, self-governing, and 
potentially revolutionary way” (Allen and Berg, 2014, p.2).  
 
One example of a company that is inspired by the philosophy and values of the sharing 
economy is ‘Uber’, which gives the opportunity to individual partner drivers to offer 
transportation services in an online platform where users can obtain these services (Cohen and 
Kietzmann, 2014, p.279). Uber does not own cars themselves, but their smartphone 
application functions as a facilitator of rides between their partner drivers and the riders 
(Allen and Berg, 2014, p.6). For drivers, Uber gives the opportunity of having flexible 
employment and for riders, it offers low prices for a taxi-like ride among other benefits (Allen 
and Berg, 2014, p.2). In a greater scale, sharing economies could be considered as a tool for 
building societies and, Uber, more specifically, as an innovative addition to urban mobility. 
But, what is urban mobility exactly? 
 
Urban mobility and accessibility work in an integrated manner in order to transport 
individuals from point A to point B (UN Habitat, 2013, p.2). Therefore, it is important to 
count with the means (e.g. vehicles and public transportation) and the access (e.g. 
connectivity and structure) (ibid). Both, mobility and accessibility could be even considered a 
human right, not in terms of travelling from one place to another, but as the equal access to 
opportunities every individual should be entitled to (UN Habitat, 2013, p.3). Unfortunately, 
according to the Global Report on Human Settlements done in 2013 by the United Nations 
Human Settlements Programme, the public transport system is expected to weaken in the next 
decade in all parts of the world and specially in developing countries, which can be seen with 
the expansion of the ‘informal transport sector’ that came to provide what the public sector 
cannot offer (UN Habitat, 2013, p.6-7).  
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For instance, in Costa Rica, but more specifically in San José, heavy traffics are part of the 
daily life (Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.65) Due to the facility given by the government, 
the private sector and loans, owning a vehicle is not difficult to accomplish (Haraldsson and 
Kerrén, 2012, p.66). Congestions, long hours and disorganization of the public transport 
system and roads are some of the common urban issues in this city. (Haraldsson and Kerrén, 
2012, p.67). Due to this unordered situation, individuals may prefer not to travel with the 
public transportation mechanisms in some cases. Nevertheless, one of the most important 
factors for individuals to make this decision is by cause of security concerns; people are afraid 
of becoming victims of crime while mobilizing around the city (Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, 
p.70).  
 
One may think that Uber is a viable way to help San José’s transportation mess by giving the 
people an alternative option. Nonetheless, in Costa Rica and in other countries, Uber has 
faced diverse obstacles. Companies like Uber that follow a digital sharing economy, although 
supported by many customers, are considered by taxi companies, governments and even the 
informal transport sector, as an intermission of the “...established and traditional ways of 
doing business” (Ure, 2015, p.35). The problem arises from the evidence that services from 
sharing economies have emanated considerable public debates, especially in the areas of 
public goods, values, markets and social impacts (Rogers, 2015, p.86; Ure, 2015, p.35).  
 
What makes Uber and companies that follow the trend of a sharing economy different from 
traditional business models, are the low prices and the facility that individuals have to 
offer/find services due to the help of Internet and technology. Despite its benefits, it has been 
difficult to define if the operation of this sharing economy complies with legal aspects and 
regulations from the governments where they are practiced, which has been the case of Costa 
Rica (Ure, 2015, p.35). Correspondingly, taxes, competition, safety and insurance among 
other social issues, are concerns that have risen within this topic (Ure, 2015).  
 
Although Uber has caused tremendous controversies, it is hard to evaluate if its benefits are 
stronger than its socio-economic and political impacts. Analogously, developing economies 
like Costa Rica, offer a panorama where urban mobility works distinctively than in developed 
economies. As previously described, Costa Ricans are in need of alternative ways of 
transportation and Uber might play a significant role in the alleviation of this need. What type 
of potential benefits can Uber give to Costa Ricans and their urban development? What types 
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of actors play a role in the case of Uber in Costa Rica? What about the private and the public 
sector? What particular issues does this case emanate? What political measures should be 
taken? 
       
1.2. Problem Justification   
The purpose of this project is to explore the potential benefits transportation services of the 
sharing economy bring to urban mobility. The example of ‘Uber’ in San José, Costa Rica is 
studied to investigate these advantages as well as the repercussions they can bring to the 
public as well as the country. 
 
First and foremost, one point to consider is that the majority of studies regarding sharing 
economies are directed towards developed countries, but little has been addressed to the 
situation in less developed countries (Perini, 2011, p.11). Among many factors, analysing 
what happens with sharing economies in developing countries can be distinct from usual 
studies due to the particular contexts these countries face; for example, looking at the cities 
that face population growth and increasing density (Cohen and Kietzmann, 2014, p.279).  
Likewise, literature about sharing economy and Uber, point out cases from many parts of the 
world, but there is a lack of academic research about cases from Latin American countries. 
This is further addressed in Chapter 3, where the literature review reflects the gaps within this 
topic of study. 
 
Besides the abovementioned, Costa Rica also provides uniqueness in its case due to its 
polarized opinions regarding Uber, which provides an even more controversial spectacle 
(Dyer, 2015, September 16). For example, Costa Ricans wish better ways to be mobilized, but 
the government considers Uber an illegal service (ibid). If urban mobility and accessibility are 
considered a human right, is the government acting against human rights by taking a negative 
position towards Uber? This and many other polemic questions can arise, which makes this 
case intriguing to investigate. Finally, the exploration of this case has the ultimate purpose of 
evaluating the situation by analysing how Uber could potentially help build better urban 
mobility and what factors should be considered for regulation. 
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1.3. Research Question 
The main question that will be answered in this project is: 
How can urban mobility potentially be benefited from the transportation services 
offered by the sharing economy?   
 
1.4. Working Questions 
In order to answer this research question, three working questions are covered: 
A. How does Uber’s nature fit in the values of the sharing economy?  
B. How is Uber shifting socio-cultural conceptions of urban mobility in Costa 
Rica? 
C. What factors need to be taken into account in the policies that regulate Uber as 
a transportation service from the sharing economy?  
 
Chapter 2: Methodology 
2.1. Philosophy of Social Science: 
This research paper will follow philosophical standpoints from critical realism, which puts 
emphasis on the analysis of “...underlying mechanisms and structures behind phenomena” 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.39). Thereupon, critical realism is a beneficial philosophy 
to regard, since the sharing economy is defying the traditional structures of economy.  
 
Critical realism stand by the idea that social science is not nomothetic, in other words, law-
seeking and opposite to other philosophies such as modernism and postmodernism, critical 
realism does not underestimate how open and uncertain social change is (Sayer, 2000, p.3). 
Likewise, contrary to social constructionism and postmodernism, critical realism transforms 
the ambiguous into precise points (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.39). Therefore, along this 
paper the behaviour of individuals in regards to urban mobility is seen as uncertain, as it is 
often in constant change due to the underlying structures of mobility and economy. Upon this, 
I explore the ways in which Uber, as part of the new sharing economy, participates or can 
influence this change. 
 
Roy Bhaskar, father of critical realism divides the world into the empirical, the actual and the 
real (Sayer, 2000, p.11). The empirical domain encompasses what is observable; what 
happens and exists through experience (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.40). The actual is 
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what happens independently of the observers (ibid). And, the real constitutes of the 
mechanisms and structures that produce events and ‘surface phenomena’ (ibid). Reality is 
what is central for critical realists to consider from these domains and this is done by 
exploring the real and relating it to the actual and the empirical (ibid). In synthesis, research is 
about studying and identifying the “...relationships and non-relationships, respectively, 
between what we experience, what actually happens, and the underlying mechanisms that 
produce the events in the world” (ibid). Conjointly, this reality is context-dependent, which 
makes time and space important factors to consider (ibid).  
 
Critical realism also cogitate causalities, which are essential to take into account in order to 
get to know the underlying mechanisms (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.41). Causality is 
neither predictable nor universal; instead, it should be understood in a contextual manner 
within a changeable society (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.42). Nevertheless, the mind 
and action of individuals are independent from these causalities (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 
2009, p.41). Still, if causalities have an effect on behaviour and make a difference, these are 
considered as real (ibid). Ideas and discourses are also part of the real (ibid); for example, 
ideas on insecurity can explain patterns on urban mobility. In this sense, several types of 
realities can be identified, and in this case I work with what is socially real. This social reality 
works with ‘practices, states of affairs (e.g. unemployment), the market and social structures, 
rules, resources, powers and relations’ (ibid). Along the project these type of ‘social realities’ 
are discussed with the purpose of understanding the causalities of phenomena, as they have an 
effect on behaviour in urban mobility. 
 
Another relevant aspect to take into account from critical realism is that meaning has its 
importance and does not act mainly in a descriptive way, but is a component for analysis 
(Sayer, 2000, p.17). This means that interpretation should be considered, since it is the 
manner in which one can understand meaning (ibid). The interpretation process can be 
disregarded in studies regarding systems within market economies as it is often assumed that 
actors understand each other’s roles (ibid). In order to understand this project’s case study, 
meaning and interpretation are considered both for description and for further analysis. In the 
later section about data collection procedures, several sources of data gathering are presented, 
which they all require interpretation in order to be integrated in a holistic way.   
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2.2. Research Approach:  
To begin with, this research follows a qualitative approach, in which the problem is explored 
and understood with flexibility (Creswell, 2009, p.4). Consequently, as many qualitative 
research projects, this one pursues an inductive reasoning, which unfolds “...general 
conclusions based on a series of steps that explore specific premises” (Creswell, 2009, p.4; 
Wheeldon and Ahlberg, 2011, p.7). From the general participation of Uber in the Costa Rican 
urban mobility, specific matters relating to the topic are studied along the paper as they are 
brought up into discussion.  
 
Besides the above-mentioned, there are other aspects that build up the qualitative style of this 
research. For example, in qualitative studies, researchers are an essential instrument, since 
they have the responsibility of the collecting data, examining documents among other ways of 
gathering information, which is the case of this research (Creswell, 2009, p.175). In the same 
manner, the theoretical framework is also a significant ingredient for the comprehension and 
analysis of the object of study, which is presented in a later chapter (Creswell, 2009, p.176). 
Finally, with the help of research methods and theory, the interpretation of data is what gives 
this problem a qualitative explanation (ibid).  
 
Moreover and as already stated, this research is based on a case study, which functions as the 
qualitative strategy of inquiry. Within critical realism, events is what is mostly studied, 
“...that is the external and visible behaviours of people, systems and things as they occur, or 
as they have happened” (Easton, 2010, p.120). With this, an event within a specific period of 
time (entry of Uber in Costa Rica) is studied with the help of data collection procedures 
(Creswell, 2009, p.13). The type of case study that is used is an intrinsic case study, which 
seeks comprehend the case in a holistic mode (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, p.258). In the 
same manner, the object of analysis in case studies are not always single, but ‘a bounded 
whole’, since it involves various single elements (Cartwright and Montuschi, 2014, p.291). 
This project’s case study looks at the participation of Uber as a transportation service offered 
by the sharing economy in Costa Rica, with the purpose of exploring the potential benefits 
this company can give to the country, but more particularly, to the urban mobility of San José. 
Nonetheless, other matters will also be reviewed inductively as they go hand-in-hand with the 
central topic and they are relevant for the understanding of the case.  
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Moreover, what makes a case study particular from other strategies is the ease of taking into 
account diverse research methods in order to investigate the object of analysis (Cartwright and 
Montuschi, 2014, p.291). The following section will further explain how diverse research 
methods for data collection are used along the project.  
 
2.3. Data Collection Procedures: 
Now that the research approach and the philosophy of social science have been explained, this 
section address how the research question is explored by presenting the data collection 
procedures. Since this research study is based on a case study, several methods are used to 
collect vast qualitative data (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, p.256). Documents, interviews 
and visual materials are the main sources of data for this project and they are all explained 
hereunder.  
 
2.3.1. Documents 
Diverse types of documents are used along the project with the intention of functioning as a 
context and knowledge builder. For example, in Chapter 4, various newspaper articles are 
referenced in order to construct the scenes of the case. It is to remember that this case study 
lies on a contemporary event and there is a lack of access to academic papers that have written 
about it specifically. Therefore, documents such as newspaper articles are an unobtrusive 
source of information that can give a particular insight to the case (Creswell, 2009, p.180; 
Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, p.257). Other sources of document collection that are used 
along the project are pieces from academic journals and independent articles from scholars. 
Most of the documents are recent, as the sharing economy is a contemporary phenomenon and 
academic studies are being made parallel to its progression.  
 
Furthermore, one concept that is central to this paper is ‘urban mobility’, which is understood 
through official documents made by UN-Habitat, which is a United Nations program that 
works for a better urban future (UN-Habitat, no date). Although this concept has already been 
introduced briefly, Chapter 7 provides a more elaborated understanding of it.  
 
2.3.2. Semi-structured Interviews 
Case studies are also known for their open-endedness (Cartwright and Montuschi, 2014, 
p.291). Therefore, semi-structured interviews are a beneficial research method to practice in 
the sense that they give the chance to discuss with flexibility the researcher’s agenda as well 
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as the participant’s concerns (Yates, 2003, p.165). Correspondingly, this project intends to 
have an explorative and qualitative character, which can be reinforced with the use of semi-
structured interviews, since it “...allows exploration of complexity, ambiguity, contradictions 
and process…” as well as exploring potential meanings through the comments given by the 
interviewees (ibid). In addition, semi-structured interviews follow an inductive reasoning as 
the topic becomes more abstract with the additions that interviewees mention along their 
responses (Creswell, 2009, p.175).  
 
Another characteristic of qualitative research is the wish of accessing experiences in their 
natural context (Rapley, 2007, p.xi). Therefore, interviews to random users of the Uber 
application were held in order to get to know the insights about their experiences1. It is to 
remember that this is a qualitative research and therefore, having a small sample size (which 
was randomly selected) does not devalue the collected data (Baron, 2008, p.12). In all, three 
Uber users were interviewed, whose identities are protected, as it was agreed with them. Their 
contributions are exposed in the Chapter 4, where the role of the riders and the general public 
in this case study is described. These are further analyzed in Chapter 7, as their responses 
brought up issues that are relevant to look at. The questions were asked in a neutral manner in 
regards to the topic, and the majority were open-ended with the purpose of giving 
interviewees the chance to expand their feedback (Yates, 2003, p.166). Although all 
interviewees were asked about the same topic, it is important to note that they were 
interviewed in a semi-structured way, which means that every respondent had diverse follow-
up questions and each conversation was different. Through these, I intended to operationalize 
the gaps from the literature and achieve rapport by talking about personal experiences and 
opinions.  
 
Another interview that was made was to Uber’s general manager in Costa Rica, Humberto 
Pacheco, whose main job is to create marketing local strategies and massive campaigns in 
order to increase the level of Uber users (Chacón, 2015, August 10). This interview also had a 
semi-structured character and consisted of several questions about the case of Uber in Costa 
Rica, which included topics such as the potential benefits this company can transfer to urban 
mobility such as the challenges the company has faced. This interview brought topics for 
analysis as well as concrete data and the transcript is also attached as an appendix. 
 
                                                
1 A transcript of the interviews are attached as appendices. The interviews were held in the native language of  
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2.3.3. Visual Materials 
Lastly, visual materials, same as documents, can result as an unobtrusive way of data 
collection (Creswell, 2009, p.180). Visual materials, such as photographs, act as a creative 
“...opportunity for participants to directly share their reality” (ibid). Although this type of 
data might result complex to interpret (ibid), along the project it is mainly used descriptively 
in order to provide the reader a visual glimpse of the case and certain arguments. For instance, 
in the Chapter 4, visual materials assist in the building of a better understanding of the Costa 
Rican panorama.  
 
2.4. Analytical Strategy: 
Inspired by Geon Easton (2010) work on critical realism and case studies, I have elaborated 
an analysis strategy that intends to answer the research question by taking into account 
methods, findings, theory and strategies.  
 
Since, four semi-structured interviews were held, all had different natures and were therefore 
transcribed entirely. In this sense, transcription resulted as a way of engaging into deeper 
listening that enforced analysis and interpretation (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, p.304). 
More than the semi-structured interviews, high quantities of documents were regarded for the 
data exploration. Therefrom, data was reduced according to relevancy and classified into 
relatable categories (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, p.305). With this, I interrelated concepts 
and categories, which I used for analysis (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, p.308). From a 
technical mode of organizing information, analysis was still shaped with flexibility with the 
purpose of properly answering the research question as well as the working questions.  
 
As shown by Easton’s (2010) example of an analysis of a case study viewed from critical 
realism, the first step is to get to know the events of the case in a descriptive manner. For this, 
I have written a Literature Review about the sharing economy, which is followed by a 
Background Chapter that describes the case of Uber in Costa Rica from different angles. After 
the description of the case, a theoretical framework is presented in order to provide a tool for 
analysis. Critical realism also proposes that research should not be limited to explanation, but 
should intend critical change as well (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.39). Therefore, it is 
essential that social phenomena besides being explained, is evaluated in a critical manner 
(Easton, 2010, p.120). For this, I do not limit the paper to these descriptive chapters, but I also 
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built working questions that engage critical discussions, particularly Working Questions A 
and C. 
 
In critical realism, it is important to define the entities that are part of the event that is being 
studied (Easton, 2010, p.125). In this case, the entities are as presented in the Background 
Chapter: Uber, as a representation of a contemporary sharing economy company; the Costa 
Rican population, as consumers and participants of urban mobility; and, the government, as 
the regulator entity and main builder of urban mobility. Upon this definition of entities, a 
working question was thought to cover each entity as diverse levels of analysis. Working 
Question A (How does Uber’s nature fit in the values of the sharing economy?) is directly 
addressed to Uber’s role in the sharing economy. Working Question B (How is Uber shifting 
socio-cultural conceptions of urban mobility in Costa Rica?) is focused on the Costa Rican 
population and social changes. Working Question C (What factors need to be taken into 
account in the policies that regulate Uber as a transportation service from the sharing 
economy?) is finally engaged with the role of the government and what can be done.  
 
In regards to structure and agency, structure is what should be mainly studied according to 
critical realism (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.44). It is not that agency is disregarded, but 
structure is considered as the prime shaper of the actions within actors, which consequently 
influences change (ibid). On these grounds, this research paper projects the sharing economy 
as a new structural economy, which together with the structure of the local urban mobility is 
shaping the actions of individuals.  
 
2.5. Limitations and Delimitations:  
Determining the boundaries is a significant step to consider in a research project. Therefore, 
in this section I define the limitations and delimitations. Although some have been already 
stated along the project, some have not been yet identified. First, the limitations are the 
elements that were beyond my control as a researcher, which can influence the interpretation 
of data (Baron, 2008, pp. 4). Second, the delimitations are those that could be controlled by 
me in the role of the researcher (Baron, 2008, pp. 5-6).  
 
With respect to methodological aspects, it has both delimitations and limitations. I have 
selected the philosophical standpoint, the research approach, the data collection procedures 
and the analytical strategy with the purpose of constructing an appropriate research design in 
 13 
accordance with the research question. Nevertheless, some of the data collection procedures 
were not in my power. For example, the way in which interviews were held was a limitation 
in the sense that they were done via Skype and Face Time video calls due to geographical 
issues. This does not mean that this data is less valuable than doing it face to face; in fact, 
“...by selecting ‘video full screen’ you can almost experience the person being in the room 
with you”, which was the case of these interviews (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.85). The 
dilemma is that in order to do Skype or Face Time interviews, the participants should count 
with the proper required technology (e.g. internet access, a cell phone or a computer), which 
limits the popular representation to those who are able to access or afford these (King and 
Horrocks, 2010, p.84). However, it is to remember that Uber users (drivers and riders) should 
count with Internet access and a proper gadget anyways in order to use the application. Thus, 
this study is limited to those who count with the means to use Uber. 
 
Besides methodological concerns, 
another element to consider is that 
the main research question and 
the working questions are directed 
only to San José, Costa Rica. This 
takes us back to Chapter 1, 
but...why are these questions 
limited to the city of San José? 
San José is Costa Rica’s capital 
and, as shown in Uber’s webpage, 
it is the main province in which 
Uber operates in Costa Rica 
(uber.com).  For this reason, the 
geographical area for this study has been reduced to San José. Yet, Uber still offers rides in 
the Central Valley, which includes parts of the most populated provinces of Costa Rica 
(Alajuela, Cartago and Heredia) apart from San José (uber.com; Raum, 2011, p.13). Along the 
project the ‘Greater Metropolitan Area (GAM)’ is also mentioned, which refers to “...the area 
of the Central Valley of Costa Rica host to San José, the country’s capital, and main cities” 
(González, 2012, p.62). Although the principal city that will be studied is San José, the 
Central Valley will also be referenced in some cases.  
  
Figure 1: Provinces of Costa Rica. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
The larger topic that is intended to be studied in this research paper is the transport services of 
the sharing economy and, as a main example of this, Uber is the company that is studied. This 
literature review revises what other studies have contributed regarding this topic. As 
previously mentioned, the aim is to revise the literature surrounding the general topic of 
study, so that the gaps of missing information can be exposed (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011, 
p.42). Furthermore, this following knowledge provides a basis for deeper analysis in later 
chapters. 
 
One of the most recent and known works about the ‘sharing economy’ is presented by Alex 
Stephany (2015) in his book, “The Business of Sharing: Making it in the New Sharing 
Economy”, where he explains how the sharing economy has developed and how it works 
through his own research and experiences. The sharing economy is personally defined by 
Stephany as “...the value in taking underutilized assets and making them accessible online to 
a community, leading to a reduced need of ownership to those assets” (Stephany, 2015, p.9). 
Stephany (2015) affirms that the sharing economy does not function alone, but is constituted 
by diverse elements. First, there is a ‘value’, which is created reciprocally and economically 
through revenue-generating or potential revenue-generating e-commerce sites (Stephany, 
2015, p.9). What is supposed to be shared are the ‘underutilized assets’, that can be from 
tangible assets to intangible assets (Stephany, 2015, p.10). For this, there is a need of ‘online 
accessibility’, which in today’s context it is necessary due to the fact that most of these 
processes happen online (ibid). Nevertheless, accessibility is not all in the sharing economy; it 
goes beyond and involves a community as well (Stephany, 2015, p.11). The value of building 
a community with similar interests is what makes a successful sharing economy businesses; it 
goes beyond the transactional needs and build an interaction between users. (Ibid).  
 
The general idea of the contemporary sharing economy is to develop online marketplaces that 
function by collecting shared assets and arranging it into databases that can offer an effective 
structure for rental and sale with the ease of allowing users to receive and make payments 
online (Stephany, 2015, p.21). Stephany (2015) considers that the financial crisis of 2008 had 
a significant impact in regards to the sharing economy, since it is one of the reasons that 
marketplaces started to find new innovative low-cost alternatives. This is also presented by 
two other authors, Boyd Cohen and Jan Kietzmann, in their article, ‘Ride On! Mobility 
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Business Models for the Sharing Economy’, where they mention that the crisis of 2008 made 
people to spend in a more frugal way (Cohen and Kietzmann, 2014, p.279). Due to this, 
people also started preferring to access rather than to own (Stephany, 2015, p.26).  
 
Linked to this last point, Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012) explain how people are paying for the 
experience of a temporary access to things, rather than buying and owning things (Bardhi and 
Eckhardt, 2012, p.881). This paper goes through this dilemma with the case of car sharing. 
What is important to look at is that these authors distinguish between ‘sharing’ and 
‘accessing’, which are similar, but not the same (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p.882). Bardhi 
and Eckhardt (2012) support their statements with the work of another scholar, Belk (2007, 
2010). What it is explained is that sharing is about “...distributing what is ours to others for 
their use, and/or the act and process of receiving or taking something from others for our own 
use”, whereas access can be distinguished by the lack of the element of ownership (Bardhi 
and Eckhardt, 2012; Belk, 2007). Another distinction is that access does not count with the 
‘altruistic or prosocial’ character as sharing does (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p.882).  
 
Conjointly, Stephany (2015) states that one of the elements that best describe the well 
functioning of the sharing economy is the social element. People enjoy expanding their social 
circles by meeting new people (Stephany, 2015, p.25). Connected with this, Stephany (2015) 
explains, that it is mostly young people, especially the Y generation, who take part of this 
economic wave due to their close approximation to social media.  
 
Two of the authors that Stephany (2015) mentioned copiously along his work are Botsman 
and Rogers when referring principally to ‘collaborative consumption’. Although Botsman and 
Rogers are not the ones who coined this term, they still are main authors in the topic 
(Stephany, 2015, p.33). Botsman and Rogers (2011) in their book, “What’s Mine is Yours: 
How Collaborative Consumption is Changing the Way we Live”, examine personal 
experiences and social behaviours that reflect how sharing, cooperation, collectives and 
communes have come to form a community of collaboration and, as they call it, a 
collaborative consumption (Botsman and Rogers, 2011, p.xvi). Couch surfing, ride sharing, e-
bay sales, among other examples are some that Botsman and Rogers (2011) expose as new 
ways of collaborative consumption.  
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Botsman and Rogers (2011) as well as Stephany (2015), beyond the academic knowledge, 
inspired me with a peculiar input. These authors started their research by first analysing 
personal experiences and linking it with the behaviour of people surrounding them. This is the 
reason why I chose to investigate this area in the first place, since the sharing economy is a 
very approachable phenomenon that anyone can reach, which provides ease when it comes to 
its study.  
  
Over and above, Benkler (2004) is another valuable author to look at. In his work, “Sharing 
Nicely”: On Shareable Goods and the Emergence of Sharing as a Modality of Economic 
Production, Benkler goes through a variety of concepts and concerns surrounding the 
economic side of sharing. For Benkler, ‘shareable goods’ are the motor of this type of 
economy and it is defined as “...individually owned goods that have excess capacity and are 
available for sharing” (Benkler, 2004, p.297). Although this text exposes a wide variety of 
points, I will mention some that are related with the role of technology in sharing, since in the 
present days we live in a ‘technological transition’, which is often modifying production 
(Benkler, 2004, p.331). What Benkler (2004) suggests is that policy making systems should 
be attentive and adjust to the new modalities, which he classifies as an improvement in the 
production and provision of goods and resources (ibid). In accordance, Benkler’s classifies 
social sharing as a connection between participants that will provide a sustainable and 
substantial character to economic production (Benkler, 2004, p.333-334). Plus, Benkler 
affirms that a digitally networked environment, where cooperation is the main interaction 
between participants, is a ‘greatest economic promise’ (ibid). In this sense,  Benkler suggests 
that the less requirements people have for sharing, the more effective and ubiquitous it is and 
that is why technology is crucial (Benkler, 2004, p.339). In all, Benkler’s work is useful when 
it comes to definitions and suggestions. Nonetheless, one should be aware that his positive 
perception on sharing could provide a biased study. 
     
In addition, sustainability is another aspect of the sharing economy that is mentioned by 
various scholars (Benkler; Stephany; Cohen and Kietzmann). In countries where increasing 
urbanization is a reality, innovations that can bring sustainable and environmentally friendly 
solutions are well received by consumers, especially in the area of transportation (Cohen and 
Kietzmann, 2014, p.280). However, although there is a growing demand for sustainable 
mobility from the private sector, public policies have not been adapted to the possible 
collaboration that the private sector can give to urban challenges in regards to sustainability 
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(ibid). Cohen and Kietzmann (2014) mainly study this interplay between the public and the 
private through an ‘agency theory’, where sustainability is the central variable. Although 
issues regarding the public and the private are important to notice, it is more relevant what 
Cohen and Kietzmann (2014) present about mobility. Cohen and Kietzmann (2014) explain 
that due to the rapid urbanization around the globe, diverse business models tried to achieve 
sustainability through shared mobility. Example of this is Uber, which Cohen and Kietzmann 
categorize as a business model that provides shared mobility service in the form of 
‘ridesharing’ (Cohen and Kietzmann, 2014, p.291) 
 
Stephany (2015) also mentions Uber as part of the sharing economy, which “... lets 
individuals turn their car into a taxi by watching some videos, uploading insurance and 
license documents, and passing a vehicle inspection” (Stephany, 2015, p.158). What it is 
sensed through his writings is that there is a significant friction between Uber and taxi drivers. 
Old-fashioned taxi drivers fear the low fares and better product that Uber can offer to 
consumers, and therefore, their only solution is to involve the authorities in order to oblige 
Uber to count with the same rules than taxi drivers in regards to licensing and insurance 
(ibid). Uber defend their standpoints by stating that they are not a taxi company, but a 
ridesharing app. (Stephany, 2015, p.158-159). Although some cities and states (e.g. Colorado, 
Washington DC and California) have accepted Uber and regulated the legislative framework, 
taxi drivers are still protesting in cities like London and in the United States  (Stephany, 2015, 
p.160).  
 
Controversies due to Uber are not inherent uniquely to Europe and the United States. Cases in 
Asia have been also studied by scholars such as John Ure (2015). But, what about other parts 
of the globe? What about other developing economies? Costa Rica is one of these countries 
that provide a particular story when it comes to the addition of Uber to the local transportation 
structure. In the following chapter I provide a deeper description about the case of Uber in 
Costa Rica.    
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Chapter 4: Background of the Case Study 
Today Uber is available in 63 countries and this company has no thought of ceasing their 
expansion (uber.com). Still and all, Uber services have provoked both optimism and 
pessimism around the globe (Rogers, 2015, p.86). Despite the positive contributions that Uber 
can give to the passengers, their services have been debated in regards to national regulations 
and long-term impacts, which makes Uber’s growth dependent on political will (ibid). This is 
the case of Uber in Costa Rica and in order to get an insight of the particularities of this case, 
this chapter goes through the background story of the current situation and controversies 
surrounding it.  
    
Uber expanded to Latin America recently and began its operations in Costa Rica the 21st of 
August 2015. As the company expose it in their webpage, Uber came to San José with the 
purpose of improving the city and, together with locals, they’re “...energizing the local 
economy, helping streets be safe from drunk and distracted driving, and fostering a more 
connected, less congested environment…” (uber.com). Unlike other countries that count with 
various types of Uber rides, in Costa Rica only UberX is available, which is the ‘low-cost’ 
option (uber.com). Uber’s General Manager described that thanks to the high penetration of 
smartphones, Costa Rica’s good education and the satisfactory performance from banks, Uber 
is operating with ease. Therefore, when Uber is mentioned along the project, it is understood 
that it refers only to UberX. Furthermore, Uber rides are 15 percent cheaper than the regular 
taxi rides and they are offered in the Greater Metropolitan Area of the country (Dyer, 2015, 
August 21). The requirements for drivers are to own four-doored vehicles no older than 2008 
models, pass Uber’s vehicle inspection as well as background check, count with the Costa 
Rican legal permission required to drive and hold a commercial car insurance (ibid).  
 
Although many awaited the arrival of Uber, their start was not easy. According to the 
company, their operations are legal in Costa Rica because they work under a juridical figure 
called ‘comunidades de autoabastecimiento’, which is translated to ‘self-supply communities’ 
(Castillo, 2015, August 21).  Self-supply communities have been working in Costa Rica in the 
areas of water and electricity (Castillo, 2015, August 21). People have been getting better 
deals in services, which are traditionally public, in the way that self-supply communities 
generate them and this is how Uber intends to work in the field of mobility (ibid). Private law 
and public contract specialists have studied the case and identified that there is no specific 
legal regulations in what these type of communities should require (ibid). This has provoked a 
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debate between the private and the public sphere as well as conflict between the different 
actors of the case. 
 
Deputy minister of transport, Sebastián Urbina, has classified Uber as an illicit activity and 
has made clear that Uber drivers are exposed to being caught by the traffic police, which will 
fine them for an amount of ¢110.000 (approximately $200 USD) or will confiscate the vehicle 
(Castillo, 2015, August 21). Deputy minister Urbina explains that remunerated transportation 
of people is a public service, which should be entitled by the State and regulated by the 
“Public Transportation Board” (ibid). Uber has responded by arguing that their rides are not a 
public service and should, therefore, not be controlled by that law (ibid).  
 
The Ministry of Public Works and 
Transport, better known by Costa Ricans 
as ‘MOPT’, has made clear their 
position towards Uber. On August 21st, 
day in which Uber began to operate, 
MOPT shared this flyer on their official 
Facebook page answering five common 
questions about Uber, which has the aim 
of informing the general public.  
 
In synthesis, the flyer explains that: (1) 
Uber is a private remunerated transport 
service that functions outside the law 
and that it has not been authorised by the 
Public Transport Council; (2) MOPT 
has established conversations with Uber 
representatives, where they agreed that 
their operative scheme could not be put 
into practice. Nevertheless, 24 hours 
after the meeting, Uber made public the 
opening of their services; (3) Insurance 
companies are not allowed to cover any 
Figure 2: MOPT’s Facebook post on Uber. 
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Uber activity due to their illegal character. Therefore, if Uber drivers reference any type of 
insurance, it must come from a foreign company; (4) Uber drivers can be sanctioned, and as 
aforementioned, they are exposed to a fine and confiscation of their license plate or even the 
vehicle; (5) MOPT will not receive any anomaly reports from Uber users, since the State 
cannot regulate non-authorized services.  
 
Uber has not been critiqued solely by governmental entities; taxi and bus drivers have 
expressed their discomfort towards Uber due to the unfair competition this company is to 
them. Before Uber began to operate in Costa Rica, taxi drivers organized a demonstration in 
front of the Colombian Embassy with the purpose of showing support to the taxi drivers in 
Colombia that protested against Uber (ACAN-EFE, 2015, July 29). Taxi drivers have not only 
protested in Costa Rica and Colombia, but manifestations have been a reality in Mexico and 
Brazil as well (ibid). President of the National Taxi Forum, Gilberth Ureña, has acclaimed 
that it is possible for a country to block the application in a legal way, like France did, in order 
to protect the formal taxi drivers (Avendaño, 2015, 21st of August). Likewise, bus drivers 
have manifested that they will not support private transportation that operates in the 
conditions that Uber does, which, as they believe, does not obey the law and does not provide 
security to their users (ibid). In all, one can affirm that taxi drivers as well as bus drivers are 
against the idea of involving Uber into the Costa Rican transport panorama. 
Figures 3 and 4: Images of taxi drivers protesting against Uber in Costa Rica.  
 
The presence of Uber in Costa Rica has been so strong and disputed that two other mobile 
applications have been made in order to satisfy the needs of taxi drivers. ‘Taxible’ and ‘Easy 
Taxi’ are now two other options that riders can chose if they want a ride from a registered taxi 
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(Chacón, 2015, August 21). A survey carried by Unimer 2 to 1193 Costa Ricans above 18 
years old with internet access, showed that 75% of the respondents are willing to use Uber 
and 50% prefer the traditional taxis (Chacón, 2015, August 26). In regards to efficiency, 53% 
chose Uber as the most efficient, 38% chose the taxis and just 10% valued the informal taxis 
as the most efficient (ibid)3. However, the survey was made during the first three days of 
Uber’s start in Costa Rica and although statistics might have changed since then, Costa Ricans 
still seem open to use Uber.  
 
As stated in Chapter 2, several interviews were made in order to explore the perspective of 
random Uber users. Although they might not represent the whole population, they shared 
various points that are valuable to mention. One of these points is pursuing alternative ways 
that can offer a more effective way of 
transportation in regards to time. In the 
Great Metropolitan Area individuals are 
wasting titanic amounts of time in travelling 
mainly because of traffic jams. The 
interviewees commented that it takes more 
than an hour to travel distances from 10 to 
15 kilometres, and if one is travelling bus, it 
is sometimes required to change buses to or 
even three times for these same short distances.  
 
Another ineffective issue that was talked that can also be time consuming, is that the only way 
to get a taxi aside from stopping it in the streets, is by calling the central of a taxi company. If 
one does not know the phone number of a taxi company, one cannot get one. The 
interviewees affirmed that with Uber the communication was more straightforward as they 
could communicate directly with the Uber driver without having someone in between. 
Regarding the taxi system, respondents also shared about the ease of paying by card instead of 
physical cash. Conjointly, they expressed that this type of payment attracted people from 
higher social classes, which were the ones who used Uber the most among young people who 
                                                
2 Unimer is a company that investigates markets and public opinion along the Centro American region, the 
Dominican Republic and the Caribbean. Their online webpage can be accessed with the following link: 
http://www.unimercentroamerica.com 
3 Although this research paper follows a qualitative character, statistics are shown with the end of picturing a 
clearer image of the current reality. Nevertheless, due to the recent character of the project, numbers are open for 
change. 
Figure 5: Traffic jam in areas of the  
Greater Metropolitan Area of Costa Rica. 
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were more used to using mobile technology as well. In addition to the concern of always 
having in mind to have cash in their wallets, other issues regarding security were discussed. 
Respondents said that they felt it was more secure to use debit/credit cards instead of physical 
money, because in case of getting mugged, one can just cancel the card.  
 
Additionally, interviewees were not satisfied with the encounters they had experienced in 
regards to the attitude of taxi and bus drivers. They classified these attitudes as bitter and 
rude. Among the negative criticism towards the taxi drivers was that they committed fraud by 
altering ‘la maría’ (colloquial way of referring to the taximeter in Costa Rica), so one could 
never be sure if the final amount of money that one is paying is indeed what the ride should 
cost. Furthermore, a question about gender was asked with the intention of knowing the ways 
in which it was different to women when it comes to the use of public transport, formal taxis 
or informal taxis. The interviewees immediately linked this question with how bus and taxi 
drivers were disrespectful to women by harassing women sexually. These and other examples 
shared by the respondents transmitted a discontent feeling towards the taxi and bus systems. 
 
Conclusively, the Uber case in Costa Rica brings interaction between various actors. On one 
side there is Uber, who has recently began operating and who affirms to be working within 
the legal framework. On the other side there is the State and the taxi drivers, who do not 
consider Uber as a fair and legal way of transportation. And finally, there is the participation 
of the Costa Rican population, the general public, who are open to new ways of 
transportation, as they seem to be discomforted with the actual urban mobility and 
transportation systems. The following figure summarizes the main points that characterizes 
the role of each actor in this case study: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: Summary of the case study. 
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Chapter 5: Theoretical Framework 
The objective of having the support of a theoretical framework is to make use of theory as 
help for the understanding of a specific phenomenon (Brennan et al., 2014, p.7). For this, I 
chose to analyse the case of Uber in Costa Rica through the ‘Needs, Opportunities and 
Abilities (NOA) Model’. Although the NOA Model is not a mere theory, it still collaborates 
in representing and interpreting reality, which is a valid approach to the understanding of 
what is intended to be studied: the potential benefits that transportation services offered by the 
sharing economy can provide to urban mobility. 
 
My primary intention was to analyse Uber as a sharing economy through social marketing. 
Nonetheless, social marketing instead of aiming commercial benefit, aims for social good 
through defined behavioural missions (Brennan et al., 2014, p.1). Even though Uber and 
social marketing share certain values such as the benefit of a community via a more effective 
and sustainable option of transportation, this can be debated since the company profits from 
their services (ibid). While I was reading about social marketing, I stumbled upon different 
types of theories and models that varied depending on the object of study. One of these was 
the ‘Needs, Opportunities and Abilities (NOA) Model’, which considers that these are 
external factors that explains certain type of behaviours (Brennan et al., 2014, p.135). This 
model is not necessarily linked to social marketing. In a bigger picture it helps to the 
diagnosis of the individual level, where citizens, households, and business companies are 
included (Vlek, 2000, p.160). NOA can be then considered as an ‘exo-level’ model, since the 
individual actors are not the ones who participate in the behavioural change, but are affected 
by the external factors that are not in their control (Brennan et al., 2014, p.135). 
 
It is necessary to comprehend that travel is not the aim; it is the utility of travel what is 
important (Van Wee, Annema and Banister, 2013, p.24). To study this, the traditional way of 
looking at behaviour within transport is through demand (ibid). Contrary to this, the NOA 
Model explains behaviour through the feelings and emotions experienced when travelling 
(ibid). Therefore, “...understanding travel behaviours is dependent on the activities in which 
individuals want to participate at their destination(s) or while travelling and the options they 
have to fulfil these needs” (ibid). In the same manner and as aforementioned, the NOA Model 
considers needs, opportunities and abilities to explain behavioural choices (Van Wee, 
Annema and Banister, 2013, p.25). The following figure gives a visual image of how this 
model functions.  
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In synthesis, the figure shows how behavioural choices emerge from motivation and 
behavioural control. Motivation is then the result of needs (‘having this or that - e.g. safety, 
comfort, freedom) and opportunities (these are contextual and for change - e.g. availability, 
prices) (Brennan et al.; Darnton, Van Wee, Annema and Banister; Vlek). In transportation 
language, motivation is the attraction individuals feels towards a certain type of travel 
behaviour due to rational considerations (Van Wee, Annema and Banister, 2013, p.25) 
Whereas feasibility (or ‘convenience’) of actions derives from opportunities and abilities 
(available time, money, skills and capacity) (ibid). What is interesting is that this model can 
be related to how critical realism view causation, which follows the same principles and 
determines that is through structures and conditions that mechanisms are altered and, 
consequently, effects and/or events are created.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yet, it is relevant to point out that critical realism tends to study complex phenomena rather 
than just behaviour (Easton, 2010, p.123). Although the behavioural choices of individuals are 
being inspected through the NOA Model, getting to know this behaviour is not the final nor 
Behavioural 
Choices 
Motivation 
Needs   
Opportunities 
Feasibility of 
Actions 
Abilities 
Figure 7: The NOA Model.	 
Figure 8: Critical realist view of causation - inspired on (Easton, 2010, p.123). 
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unique aim of this study. Instead, the NOA Model is a complement to get to know the 
complexity behind the problem of study. Furthermore, adjusted to the case of Uber and urban 
mobility in Costa Rica the NOA Model can bring diverse insights. The following figure 
reflects this by taking into account information from interviews and other sources: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Chapter 4 it is exposed how the respondents were in need of more effective and safer 
alternatives of transportation and this is when Uber comes into the image. Since Uber supplies 
a more effective and safer mode of transportation, it changes the opportunities that individuals 
have. This generates that individuals feel more motivated to use Uber than other opportunities 
that might not satisfy their needs (e.g. traditional taxis). In terms of abilities, respondents were 
concerned about time, the costs of transportation and the capacity of the transportation system 
and infrastructure. Together with the opportunities, Uber provides a way of transportation that 
is neither time-consuming nor ‘expensive’ and that collaborates in the ease of less congested 
roads. These are some of the examples that can explain the behavioural choices that 
individuals are taking in this scenario. This is plainly a general exposition of the NOA Model, 
in later paragraphs this model will be expanded in certain arguments for the analysis of the 
Working Questions. 
 
 
 
Figure 9: The NOA Model adjusted to the case study. 
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Chapter 6: How does Uber’s nature fit in the values of the 
sharing economy?  
Before digging into further analysis surrounding the case study, it is valuable to first question 
how Uber’s nature fit in the values of the sharing economy. Can Uber indeed be categorized 
as a sharing economy company? On these grounds, I make use of statements from the 
Literature Review together with additional literature in order to provide an insightful analysis 
of the question.  
 
In the Literature Review it is explained that the sharing economy started reaching new heights 
due to the economic crisis in 2008, which led people to prefer accessing assets rather than 
owning them (Cohen and Kietzmann, 2014, p.279; Stephany, 2015, p.26). Bardhi and 
Eckhardt (2012) discuss this dilemma of accessing rather than owning, which they distinguish 
from the concept of ‘sharing’ (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p.882). Accessing refers to the lack 
of ownership, while sharing is about distributing what is ours for the use of others or vice 
versa (Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012; Belk, 2007). The point to question is if monetary 
transactions are part of the sharing economy or not. Some authors, such as Botsman (2013), 
consider that monetary transactions do play a role in the sharing economy. Other experts, such 
as Belk (2014), narrow the definition of sharing to non-monetary transactions. To this extent, 
if Uber is a company that profits out of sharing, is it still part of the sharing economy?  
 
It is important to regard that sharing is not a new phenomenon (Buczynski, 2013, Chapter 1). 
Since ancient civilizations people have used sharing methods as well as different forms of 
trade in order to obtain food, shelter, transportation among other assets from their 
communities (ibid). The shift with the current sharing economy relies upon today’s context: 
“It’s a reimagining of old solutions tweaked to keep up with the size and speed of our current 
society” (ibid). Nowadays, the sharing economy is very much associated with the, 
technological, capitalist and profit-based side of society, which has promoted and expanded 
this type of economy rapidly (Schor, 2014, p.4). Despite its capitalist character, the sharing 
economy functions within communities, but it does not prioritize the ‘we’ over ‘me’ as other 
ideologies would do, since the generation of profit maintains the individualist attitude of 
today’s society and their self-interest (Buczynski, 2013, Chapter 1). Hereof, companies like 
Uber can be categorized as participants of the re-arrangement of values of the contemporary 
sharing economy. Nevertheless, there are still several points to consider.  
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Sharing economy is most likely to evoke a ‘positive symbolic meaning’, as sharing is the 
main mechanism rather than consuming (Schor, 2014, p.1). For this reason, many 
organizations and companies seem to be trying to work under this label (ibid). As mentioned 
in the literature review, sharing itself counts with an ‘altruistic’ and ‘prosocial’ character 
(Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012, p.882). Nevertheless, as the contemporary sharing economy is 
more about the ‘capitalist access’, rather than the sharing, these characteristics can be 
debatable (ibid).  
 
Due to these new capitalistic terms that are now part of the sharing economy, dynamics have 
changed (Schor, 2014, p.4). New markets have developed and are now sharing assets that 
were not shared before (Ontario Chamber of Commerce, 2015, p.3). For instance, it is not 
only about the traditional tangible assets like one would find in platforms such as eBay, but 
services and time are also shared, which is the case of Uber offering transport services. This 
distinct way of sharing, especially for-profit platforms, has made the situation more complex 
to understand and controversial when it comes to regulations and criticisms (Schor, 2014, 
p.8). Example of this is how social groups are organizing against these platforms (ibid). As 
the previously mentioned case of the taxi drivers in Costa Rica, they organized a 
demonstration in order to protest against Uber (ACAN-EFE, 2015, July 29). 
 
Although some critics might classify companies like Uber as economically self-interested 
rather than sharing-driven, the role of these companies in the sharing economy varies across 
the world (Schor, 2014). The notion of the sharing economy has expanded around the globe in 
many different ways, but everyone agrees on the fact that the sharing economy is here to 
“...create fairer, more sustainable, and more socially connected societies” (Schor, 2014, p.2). 
Correspondingly, sharing practices are seen different depending on context. In Europe, the 
sharing economy is enclosed to ‘politics, regulation, social context, fairness, sustainability, 
openness and cooperation’ (Schor, 2014, p.11-12). In Latin America, the sharing economy is 
seen as an approach to ‘social solidarity, poverty alleviation, cooperation and community 
values’ (ibid). For example, Figure 9 presenting the NOA Model adjusted to the case of Uber 
in Costa Rica; this company is supplying a safer, less expensive and more effective 
opportunity of transportation, which is built by a community through an online platform. This 
does not only entails cooperation, but also requires solidarity from a community in order to 
make urban mobility a safer experience. Thereupon, same as how the sharing economy is 
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perceived depending on the period of time, it is also perceived differently according to the 
geographical context.  
 
Another point to question is the ‘capitalist’ character that is awarded to companies like Uber. 
Why capitalist4? It is to remark that Uber makes a profit out of the offered transport services 
and, although it works within a community, it is still controlled privately. Linked to this 
capitalist scheme, questions relating to the free market can arise. Does companies from the 
sharing economy pursue a free market? As previously mentioned, defining the 
‘contemporary’ sharing economy is not an easy task due to its unique nature. Therefore, 
defining its economic role in traditional economic terms is also challenging. When it comes to 
companies like Uber, they work as a ‘price-setting intermediaries’ (Rogers, 2015, p.89). This 
means that Uber is not entirely following the rules of the free market; it is rather privatizing 
them for the public benefit (Rogers, 2015, p.89). Thus, new conceptualizations between the 
private and the public are introduced with this modern economic era of sharing. This is further 
expanded in Chapter 8, which corresponds to the third working question.  
 
Conclusively, it is to recall that understanding the sharing economy is not simple as new 
ways of transactions are being introduced. Same as what critical realism dictates, context 
(time and space) is crucial to consider in order to understand reality, and this is what moulds 
today’s sharing economy. In the present days, as we live in an individualistic society, sharing 
cannot operate without motivation, and this motivation is given to people through profits. 
Example of this can be understood through the NOA Model and the case of Uber. Since the 
2008 crisis, people are looking for alternative ways of earning money, which is the main need. 
Uber then supplies this need by offering a platform, where people can ‘share’ their abilities 
(in this case their assets - car and time) for the exchange of money. Then, individuals are 
motivated to become Uber partner drivers, taking into account the feasibility of becoming 
one, as there is no need of licensing among other limitations. Thereupon, the behavioural 
choice of sharing is not promoted principally by cooperation or altruism; it is driven by self-
interest. Nevertheless, this self-interest does cooperate in the common benefit of society. Now 
that the conceptualization of the sharing economy and the categorization of Uber has being 
discussed, another factor to consider is how society perceives this shift in economy in the 
social and cultural level. This is further analysed in the next chapter.  
                                                
4 A brief explanation of the term ‘capitalism’: Scott, J. and Gordon, M. (2009) A Dictionary of Sociology. 
Oxford University Press. Pages 59-61.  
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Chapter 7: How is Uber shifting socio-cultural conceptions of 
urban mobility in Costa Rica? 
Globally, population is growing and Costa Rica cannot escape from this reality5. More and 
more people are migrating to the cities, which are increasing the congestion in the cities and 
the demand for proper forms of mobility (Arthur D. Little, 2011, p.9). Mobility is therefore 
the backbone of urbanization and its main aim is to provide accessibility to all the city 
population to travel urban spaces with ease (UN- Habitat, 2013, p.1 and p.9). Since mobility 
is a social need, a shift in mobility means social change (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.107). Therefore, 
in this chapter I discuss the different ways in which Uber, as a company inspired by the 
sharing economy values, is shifting socio-cultural conceptions of urban mobility in Costa 
Rica. 
 
7.1. Technology 
It is not that people have to change their behaviour by force, but the change relies upon the 
new attractive modes of transportation that are growing rapidly (Dovey, 2012, p.7). As 
previously explained with the NOA Model, a change in opportunities implicates a change in 
the behavioural choices of individuals. Example of this is the role technology. Social 
networking, peer-to-peer networking and smartphones are developing culturally among 
people and engaging them into collaborative consumption trends like Uber (Dovey, 2012, p.7-
8).  
 
One of the main aspects discussed in the interviews was about this engagement to technology. 
The penetration of smartphones has been high in Costa Rica and individuals are open to adopt 
technology rapidly, which has facilitated companies like Uber to operate in the country. In 
February 2014, it was calculated that 40,3% of the Costa Rican population owned a 
smartphone (Recio, 2014, February 24). Although Costa Rica “...is one of Latin America’s 
most open economies”, it was until 2008 that the telecommunications monopoly ended 
(González, 2012, p.9 and p.17). Back then it was regulated by the Instituto Costarricense de 
Electricidad (ICE) and now it is regulated by the Superintendence of Telecommunications 
(SUTEL) (ibid). Apart from ICE, now other companies can also compete to provide mobile 
services, which have achieved almost a universal mode of mobile services (González, 2012, 
                                                
5 From 2010-2015 the average annual population growth rate has been of 1.4%. Information retrieved from 
UNdata: http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=COSTA%20RICA 
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p.17; The World Bank, 2015, p.58). In regards to competition, it is also important to re-
mention that since Uber came to Costa Rica, other applications like Easy Taxi and Taxible 
have started working with formal taxi companies in order to supply a more modern transport 
service. In this aspect, together with the technological context, Uber has innovated the 
transport opportunities and given to Costa Ricans the possibility of perceiving a more 
modernized transportation. 
 
7.2. Sustainability 
Another point to consider is about economic sustainability, which is achieved through the 
efficient use of resources, the maximization of benefits and the minimization of external costs 
of mobility (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.12). Going back to the Literature Review in Chapter 3, the 
main characteristic of the contemporary sharing economy is “...the value in taking 
underutilized assets and making them accessible online to a community, leading to a reduced 
need of ownership to those assets” (Stephany, 2015, p.9). In the case of Uber, the company 
together with the collaboration of partner drivers are taking an asset (transport service) and 
making it accessible online to a community through a platform. What makes it economically 
sustainable is that both riders and partner drivers are benefiting from the service (e.g. riders 
can get a less expensive ride and partner drivers can earn something by ‘sharing’ or making 
accessible his/her asset) and it does not generate any external costs.  
 
This type of sustainable thinking is one more element that is changing in the Costa Rican 
society and, therefore, it is important to elaborate on it. Why is sustainability relevant in social 
conceptions of mobility? It is crucial to note that, encouragement towards more sustainable 
forms of mobility can change public attitudes (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.3). Plus, in order for 
mobility to be socially sustainable, mobility as well as accessibility should be recognized as 
part of human rights, which makes this relationship between sustainability and the social even 
stronger (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.10).  
 
The core of sustainable mobility is to provide accessibility, which can be complemented 
through proximity and electronic connectivity (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.2). This is also the 
‘ultimate goal of mobility’ and it is through impediments and conveniences that one can 
determine the ease of accessing urban spaces (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.9). The World Bank, in 
their ‘Systematic Country Diagnostic’, has classified Costa Rica’s access in transport and 
telecommunications as a good one (The World Bank, 2015, p.59-60). However, the problem 
 31 
with transport services relies upon its quality more than its access, which The World Bank 
categorized as deficient (The World Bank, 2015, p.60).     
 
Sustainable mobility can also be determined “...by the degree to which the city as a whole is 
accessible to all its residents, including low-income earners, the elderly, the young, the 
disabled, as well as women with children” (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.2-3). Accessibility is not the 
only aspect to consider, mobility benefits are also important, as they should be equally and 
fairly distributed without regarding income, social or physical differences (UN-Habitat, 2013, 
p.10). Transport systems that give accessible, available, acceptable and affordable services are 
the ones that undertake social exclusion (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.108). 
 
Throughout the interviews respondents shared that Uber services were indeed efficient, 
simple to use and provided a better experience than regular taxis, which makes Uber available 
and acceptable. In regards to accessibility, the interviews suggested that Uber is a very 
accessible platform, but only for those who own a smartphone and are part of the community. 
It was also noticed that the respondents regarded Uber users as part from a higher social class 
as these are the ones that are more accustomed to using credit or debit card as a payment 
method. It is to note that in most Latin American cities social exclusion, class segregation and 
poverty are characteristics of the peripheries, and Costa Rica is no exception, as it is mostly 
marked by an increasing income inequality, which widens constantly every year (UN-Habitat, 
2013, p.77; González, 2012, p.26). Nevertheless, Uber’s general manager affirmed that users 
are from every nature, which the company has perceived through the type of rides that are 
made through Uber. These have been to many different types of neighbourhoods around the 
Greater Metropolitan Area. It was also said that since Uber provides lower prices than regular 
taxi companies, this makes the service a more inclusive one. However, Uber’s prices cannot 
be compared to what a bus service cost, which can be more affordable to a wider range of 
society.  
 
7.3. Gender Concerns 
When it comes to equal access to mobility for every social group, women often face certain 
troubles. One should consider that women are more likely to have complex trip chains (e.g. 
‘taking children to school’) compared to other social groups (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.11). This 
sometimes becomes an issue, as fixed-route bus services do not provide the flexibility they 
need, which urge them to seek other alternatives that can be more expensive such as door-to-
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door services (ibid). More than that, women also face trouble with safety and are often 
exposed to sexual harassment and security threats in public areas including public transport 
means and stops (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.11). One of the interview questions that was asked to 
the participants concerned about this topic. All participants agreed that it was different for 
women to take buses, taxis or informal taxis due to sexual harassment specially. This was one 
of the reasons the participants preferred Uber; as Uber drivers are rated at the end of every 
ride, that type of attitudes were not experienced. Nevertheless, as said by one participant, 
although women are more exposed, the chance of getting mugged can be experienced not only 
by women, but men as well.  
 
7.4. Security 
This last point brings up for discussion the topic of security. A crucial element for having a 
high-quality urban mobility system is security and this includes infrastructure as well as 
individual security (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.11). Particularly in the cities, “...overcrowding can 
expose travellers to undesirable behaviour in fellow passengers…” (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.25). 
As aforementioned, in San José individuals base decisions on urban mobility due to security 
concerns, as they are sometimes afraid of becoming victims of crime while mobilizing around 
the city (Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.70).  
 
In the case of Uber, media attention has promoted this mode of transportation as a safer one 
(Allen and Berg, 2014, p.7). It is the mechanisms of counting with a background check for 
partner drivers and rating the riders as well as the drivers that function as a way of protection, 
since people would not accept a ride from those who scored a bad rate in previous trips (Allen 
and Berg, 2014, p.8). The negative aspect of this feedback system is that it can provide the 
means to discriminate drivers as well as passengers (Roger, 2015, p.91). Still, as mentioned in 
the interviews, this system reduces the uncertainty of not knowing if one will experience a 
good or bad service. This has changed the ways in which individuals behave and socialize 
when using Uber.  
 
Another security factor is regarding forms of payment. Since Uber offers a cash-free payment 
system, it can reduce the risk of violent crime (Feeney, 2015, p.1). Participants continuously 
shared that paying with credit or debit card the ride fares was an easier and safer way to pay. 
It was said that the fear of getting mugged while using a transport service is reduced when 
using debit or credit cards, since one has the chance of cancelling the card and, therefore, 
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prevent a bigger robbery. In the same manner, this form of payment also controls the total fare 
of the ride. As aforementioned, interviewees claimed that some taxi drivers alter the ‘maría’ 
(the taximeter) in order to get more money out of a trip. Riteve, the company in charge of 
Costa Rica’s technical vehicular revision, reported that the second cause of denying the 
revision test to taxis is because of ‘defects in the taximeters’ (Madrigal, 2015, July 14).  Thus, 
it is not only about experiencing an assault or robbery, it is about the corruption one can get to 
experience through the taxi system as well.  
 
7.5. Car Dependency and Environmental Issues 
More than using public transportation means, taxis or Uber, in many cities of the world the 
demand for personal mobility has increased copiously and it’s still growing (UN-Habitat, 
2013, p.5). Distinctively in developing countries, including Costa Rica, private cars are 
considered a ‘status symbol’, which portrays a wealthy and successful lifestyle (ibid; 
Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.67). Likewise and as previously mentioned, due to the facility 
given by the Costa Rican government, the private sector and loans, owning a vehicle has 
become easier for many people (Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.66). This car dependency 
does not rely uniquely on the cultural and commercial promotion of status and freedom, but it 
also relies on time-concerning issues as public transport can take twice as much time or more 
to travel the same distance (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.4; Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.67).  
 
The dilemma is that the car dependency culture and poor transport services, impedes Costa 
Ricans to think environmentally friendly (Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.67).  The challenge 
is that private motor vehicles rely mostly on non-renewable fossil fuel (UN-Habitat, 2013, 
p.11). Even though Costa Rica is one of the cleanest countries in regards to energy, in 2012 
“...the country’s energy matrix, fueled by rising oil demand of the transportation sector (59% 
of total energy demand), becomes more dependent on fossil fuels” (González, 2012, p.50). 
This thus makes transportation the most consumed energy in Costa Rica (González, 2012, 
p.54). 
 
Furthermore, car dependency leads the city of San José to be full of vehicles and congestion 
(Haraldsson and Kerrén, 2012, p.65). This congestion is then an obstruction for accessibility 
and, therefore, mobility can’t be achieved (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.8). Throughout the 
interviews, interviewees expressed that in San José the high amount of cars on the roads does 
not fit with the urban planification of the capital. Uber can then be seen as an environmentally 
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friendly addition to the public transport as there is no sum in the total numbers of cars there is 
in the city by reducing “...consumers’ incentives to purchase automobiles” (Arthur D. Little, 
2011, p.18; Rogers, 2015, p.90). In the same manner, one of the reasons interviewee’s used 
Uber was because it was a solution for those who cannot afford to buy neither own car, and 
even if they got one, the price of gas during a traffic jam would be higher than paying an Uber 
ride. Still, the use of Uber will not calm the congestion issues San José faces. For instance, 
participants mentioned that sometimes during rush hour or big events, even Uber could not be 
accessed. Hence, the problem goes beyond relates to issues regarding the planification of 
urban mobility.  
 
7.6. Culture and Media 
Besides the car-dependency culture, Costa Ricans have been choosing Uber over other forms 
of transportation due to other cultural reasons. As aforementioned, interviewees explained that 
using Uber has become popular as it is an international phenomenon and has been part of a 
‘mediatic boom’. They point out that Costa Ricans are very open and attracted to products 
that come from the outside. This can be linked with the traditional Uber user participants 
described, who is someone that belongs to a higher social class and supports foreign trends. 
Interviewees explained that other reasons Uber is attractive to people, is because it is often 
heard about it in the news. Also, since it was classified as illegal by the government and taxi 
drivers have been against Uber operating in Costa Rica, people started using Uber as a way of 
protesting against the unsatisfactory mobility conditions.  
 
Conclusively, Uber as a transportation service from the sharing economy has shifted certain 
socio-cultural conceptions of urban mobility. First and foremost, a more technological vision 
is being introduced in transport matters. The idea of having a platform, in which one can rate 
the riders as well as the drivers, collaborates in the building of a safer environment. 
Culturally, it adapts to the car-dependency culture Costa Ricans follow and although Uber 
uses cars, it introduces a more sustainable and environmentally friendly mode of 
transportation. Still, one of the most important factors is that Uber with its unique way of 
functioning has generated competition to other forms of transportation, especially to the taxi 
industry. Since transportation can also be considered a market, concerns on regulation and 
policies can arise. These are evaluated in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 8: What factors need to be taken into account in the 
policies that regulates Uber as a transportation service from 
the sharing economy? 
Now that the nature of Uber and the shifts this company has created at a societal level have 
been discussed, it is time to discuss the regulatory framework and policies. As Uber’s general 
manager of Costa Rica expressed, since Uber is part of the new economic era of the ‘sharing 
economy’, it requires time to get to know its benefits. Same as getting to know the benefits of 
the sharing economy, it is also important to acknowledge the impacts that should be managed 
by policy-makers. In this chapter I go through the effects that Uber has brought to the Costa 
Rican regulatory framework. What are these effects and how should they be managed? 
 
The previous chapters argued that the sharing economy is perceived differently depending on 
context. Therefore, it is important that governments adapt the regulatory framework to their 
local circumstances. Nevertheless, what is universal is that today’s sharing economy is 
generating opportunities as well as challenges, which have caused tension between different 
participants from the market and have caught the governments in the middle (Holmes and 
McGuinty, 2015, p.1). This has provoked governments “...to adapt to new and previously 
unconsidered business models” (ibid). Due to the newness of the sharing economy and the 
particularities that this economic model brings, jurisdictions have been facing troubles when it 
comes to a comprehensive approach (ibid).  
    
As presented in the Background Chapter, Uber is working in Costa Rica as a self-supply 
community. What has been debated is if Uber can indeed work under this juridical figure. The 
General Attorney of the Republic has argued that self-supply communities are limited for 
services that might be public in some cases, such as electrical and water services, but not in 
the area of transportation (Madrigal, 2015, August 25). Still, Uber representatives affirm that 
the company operates in the same manner as any other self-supply community since their 
associates are supplying mobility necessities (ibid; Cascante, 2015, August 21). President of 
Costa Rica, Luis Guillermo Solís, has ratified that in Costa Rica transportation is a public 
service, which is regulated in many aspects and, therefore, all activities that are not regulated 
are illegal activities (presidencia.go.cr, 2015, August 21). In the same manner, Solís 
recognizes that this is a view that does not take into account global tendencies or technology, 
but this legal framework is still very clear in regards to transportation (ibid). On the other 
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hand, Uber’s representatives affirm that Uber is a private service that serves a private 
community, which does not have to be regulated, as it is not a public service (Cascante, 2015, 
August 21). Even if Uber can or cannot be classified as a self-supply community, private or 
public, the problem transcends to a larger issue and this is that Costa Rica lacks of a legal or 
regulatory framework that specifically treats the sharing economy. To that end, if the Costa 
Rican government decides to deal directly with the sharing economy, what can be 
recommended? 
 
First and foremost, innovation means change, and in the case of mobility, the aversion to 
innovation is a setback in development (Arthur D. Little, 2011, p.13). In order to deal with 
innovation and changing demands, collaboration on solutions between stakeholders should be 
crucial (ibid). As perceived in the previous paragraph, the Costa Rican case with Uber is very 
much divided, and little collaboration has been reflected between stakeholders. Although, 
Uber’s representatives expressed to media that they are open to collaborate with the 
government in case of any arrangement, nothing has been proposed (Cascante, 2015, August 
21). Yet, as suggested by various experts, Uber should settle its disputes and keep up with 
their innovation in order to have an advantage against its competitors (Dong, et al., 2014, p.6). 
 
Among the actors to consider in this particular case, are the taxi drivers. What taxi drivers 
around the world (including in Costa Rica) demand, is that “...Uber should be classified as a 
motor transportation company rather than as a technology firm…” (Dong, et al., 2014, p.5). 
Although their stand is comprehensible, Uber cannot be classified as such considering that an 
over-regulation would ruin the model in which this company operates (Dong, et al., 2014, 
p.5). Then again, traditional categorizations do not fit with the business model that Uber 
follows, as it is non-conventional. Together with this and as already mentioned, taxi drivers 
advocate that Uber is not a fair competitor due to their ‘disrespect’ to the regulations and fare 
schedules (Roger, 2015, p.91). Nonetheless, through competition, Uber has improved 
indirectly the existing taxi sector (Rogers, 2015, p.86). In this sense, “...benefits may 
sometimes be better understood as a political balance rather than regulatory capture” 
(Edelman and Geradin, 2015, p.14). Even though competition is an important factor to take 
into account, it is the ‘political will’ what will bring a proper change to this panorama 
(Rogers, 2015, p.86).    
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But, why should governments care about the sharing economy? Governments should care, 
because considerable amount of consumers are using platforms from the sharing economy 
despite their ‘unlawful’ character (Edelman and Geradin, 2015, p.13). This ‘rule-breaking’ 
weakens the law and, in a long-term, obstructs the resolutions that might be taken for later 
problems (ibid). Namely, since consumers cannot be stopped from using platforms such as 
Uber, governments should react comprehensively and quick, before the potential issues of the 
sharing economy start developing. This way, sharing economy companies as well as the 
general public can adjust to the law without disrespecting it. Thus, what are the plain factors 
that should be considered? 
 
8.1. Labour  
The sharing economy is shifting the traditional structure of how people are accustomed to 
work (Holmes and McGuinty, 2015, p.8). From an ‘employer-employee relationship’, the 
sharing economy is bringing short-term and elastic employment (ibid). What is challenging 
for governments is that associates of sharing economy businesses, often work as self-
employed or freelancers, and because of this, they might not receive the benefits of a 
traditional employee such as insurance through employment or pension (ibid). It is not that 
companies like Uber are putting into risk their partner drivers, but rather they are building a 
new market with distinct risks and rewards (Roger, 2015, p.98).  
 
Costa Rican constitution dedicates an entire chapter to ‘rights and social guarantees’ and 
within this chapter labour rights are mentioned. Article 56 of the constitution states that “...the 
State guarantees the right to free election of  (a) job” (C.R. Const. Art.56). In this manner, by 
sanctioning Uber drivers, the government is not fulfilling the statements of the constitution. 
Therefore, it is important that the government, as a State element, first revise and comprehend 
the nature of sharing economy businesses in order to adapt the legal and regulatory 
framework in such manner that this freedom of election of a job can be achieved. 
 
Moreover, Costa Rica’s reaction should also accommodate according to the socio-economic 
reality. In Costa Rica for the third trimester of 2015 unemployment was estimated in 9,2% 
and subemployment in 11,7% (INEC, 2014, p.2 and p.5). In these terms, Uber’s general 
manager advocates that Uber provides an alternative to those who cannot find a job or desire a 
part-time job, especially those who are over 50 years old and are exposed to face trouble when 
it comes to joining the labour force. However, “...the history of self- employment indicates 
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that the industries where the self-employed are found evolved over time as the economy 
changes” (Hall and Krueger, 2015, p.6). Thereupon, monitoring the growth of independent 
contractors quantitatively as well as qualitatively, would give a better understanding of this 
sector and, hence, more knowledgeable grounds for an appropriate reaction (ibid).  
 
8.2. Insurance  
Linked to labour, insurance is another factor that is often mentioned in the debates 
surrounding the regulation of the sharing economy. Following the same thought that has been 
repeated along the chapter, public and private insurance providers are not adapted to the 
commercial mode of the sharing economy and are limited to personal modes of insurance 
(Holmes and McGuinty, 2015, p.6). In the case of Uber, this company provides an insurance 
that covers significantly passengers as well as the drivers (Edelman and Geradin, 2015, p.17). 
In Costa Rica, partner drivers count with their own insurance and the company’s global policy 
of insurance that covers any incident that may happen to the community members (Cascante, 
2015, August 21). Nevertheless, it is to remember that Costa Rican insurance companies are 
not allowed to cover Uber activities, as the government categorizes them as ‘illegal’. 
Although this is intended to act as a barrier, the number of Uber users in Costa Rica is still 
increasing. What it is generating instead is an obstruction to provide a safe environment to the 
Costa Rican population.  
 
8.3. Taxation  
Another point to consider is taxation, which, same as labour and insurance, “...may need to 
adapt to new and previously unconsidered business models” (Holmes and McGuinty, 2015, 
p.1). In the sharing economy sector, individuals generate incomes by making use of their 
personal assets, and these individuals are often not used to reporting their income as 
independent contractors (Holmes and McGuinty, 2015, p.7). Along with, as the State fund 
public expenditures through the collection of taxes on goods and services, it is alarming to 
consider that transactions from platforms such as Uber should be exempt of taxation 
(Edelman and Geradin, 2015, p.27). In Costa Rica, Uber representatives affirm that the 
company will pay the taxes that are indicated by law (Madrigal, 2015, September 11). As any 
other independent worker, Uber as well as their partner drivers should pay their income tax 
(ibid). Together with this, a point to consider is that since Uber transactions are made through 
debit or credit cards, tax evasion is beyond the bounds of possibility (ibid).  
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Still, since Uber and other companies from the sharing economy do not follow the traditional 
way of doing businesses, other alternatives can be proposed as well. For example, the case of 
Mexico is often referenced when it comes to collaboration between the government and 
sharing economy companies, as Mexico’s government proposed to create a law uniquely to 
the sharing economies (Cascante, 2015, August 21). CAFTA’s6 specialist, Henry Mora 
Jiménez, recommends that instead of closing the doors to Uber, the Costa Rican government 
should follow Mexico’s steps and opt for at least a minimal regulation in which, for instance, 
Uber gives a percentage of the company’s earnings for the road maintenance (elmundo.cr, 
2015, August 24). This way, common grounds can be settled for the benefit of mobility. 
   
8.4. Beyond the Sharing Economy  
The case of Uber in Costa Rica goes beyond considerations from the sharing economy and 
brings other issues to the analysis. Reflection of this is presented through the NOA Model in 
Figure 9. Why are Costa Ricans opting for Uber? A considerable part of the Costa Rican 
population is motivated to use Uber, as this company is giving the opportunity of supplying 
the need of a more effective and safer way of transportation. Time, personal costs and simple 
technology are some of the abilities that the platform is providing in order to facilitate the 
action of using Uber. Although this was already explained in the Theoretical Framework, in 
this segment I expand on the importance of understanding this case study through this model.  
 
When it comes to transportation and motivation, social factors are important to consider (Van 
Wee, Annema and Banister, 2013, p.25). These social factors, as discussed in the previous 
chapter, can be from the status that a car might represent to the insecurity individuals can 
experience while mobilizing. What is important to understand from this is that ‘emotions play 
a role’ and that is what the NOA Model tries to capture (ibid). In this sense, behavioural 
choices in regards to transportation modes are not perceived mainly rational as common 
research and policy would do, but rather involves people’s experiences (ibid). For instance, if 
the public bus is less expensive, why do people prefer paying Uber services instead of making 
a rational decision based on costs? If individuals are opting for new ways of mobility, it is 
responsibility of the decision makers to get to know the reasons behind this behaviour. By 
                                                
6 “The Dominican Republic-Central America FTA (CAFTA-DR) is the first free trade agreement between the 
United States and a group of smaller developing economies: our Central American neighbors Costa Rica, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, as well as the Dominican Republic.  The CAFTA-DR promotes 
stronger trade and investment ties, prosperity, and stability throughout the region and along our Southern 
border.” (Office of the United States Trade Representative) 
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knowing these reasons, policymakers can see that what people need is a safer urban 
environment and more modern ways of mobility.  
 
With this said, decisions on urban mobility, from facilities to services, should involve the 
interest of the community by decentralizing the decision-making (UN-Habitat, 2013, p.12-
13). Troubles with urban mobility are not exclusive of the Costa Rican reality, since “...urban 
mobility systems are already facing breakdown in many regions...”, which represents a crisis 
to policymakers around the world (Arthur, D. Little, 2011, p.9).  
 
Conclusively, there are several factors that policymakers should consider for the regulation 
of companies from sharing economy. Directly, with the case of Uber, labour, insurance and 
taxes are some of the points that should be considered. All should be considered with a 
comprehensive stand in order to adapt the policies and legal frameworks to the modern era of 
economy that the sharing economy represents. In order to achieve this, collaboration between 
companies from the sharing economy and the government is crucial. Indirectly, policymakers 
should put attention to the bigger picture and supply the needs of its nation. From literature 
and the interviews, it can be said that San José and the Greater Metropolitan Area are in need 
of an improved urban mobility that can adapt to the context of globalization and technology. 
 
 
Discussion  
Now the diverse entities and structures that conform this case study have been analysed 
throughout the previous chapters. In this section, I intertwine previous arguments with the 
intention of elaborating an integrated analysis. Additionally, this section leads to the final 
comprehension of the main research question and conclusions.  
 
Along the analytical chapters, it is mentioned copiously that the sharing economy brings a 
new way of doing business, which causes trouble when it is compared to the traditional 
structure of economy. This also defy how critical realism perceives structure, as it is often 
referred to as the “...collection of internally related objects, such as teacher–student or 
employer–employee” (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009, p.46). Thus, the companies from the 
sharing economy, like Uber, are breaking these traditional schemes by working with partners 
rather than employees. For critical realism, structures are what shape actions, which means 
that entities like Uber indeed bring change to reality.  
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This economic change on structure has been a challenge for governments and policy makers. 
Especially because the sharing economy is difficult to categorize within the conventional 
conceptualizations of economy. More than legal and regulatory concerns, the sharing 
economy is indirectly generating a power battle between the public (governments) and the 
private (companies like Uber). For instance, Uber services and tariffs are regulated by the 
company in a private sphere; neither by a free market nor public policies. This can represent a 
threat for governments as they have null control over the market, which then minimizes their 
power. In the case of Costa Rica, this assumption might justify the government’s strict 
reaction to Uber’s arrival to the country, but still this power battle has caught the Costa Rican 
population in the middle, as they are the consumers and participants of urban mobility.  
 
Another point to discuss is the state of Costa Rican urban mobility in regards to access. It is to 
remember that access is complemented by connectivity and structure. In these terms, it is 
perceived that Costa Rica counts with the technological connectivity and access, which has 
increased since the opening of the telecommunications monopoly. What is debatable is the 
structure of urban mobility. As previously mentioned, this same year (2015) the World Bank 
has classified the quality of the Costa Rican transportation services as deficient, which also 
relates with the statements shared by the interviewees. As exposed in the earlier chapter and 
through the NOA Model, individuals are choosing Uber over other forms of mobility because 
of various reasons and the major reason seems to be that the Uber service is more efficient 
than the ordinary forms of transportation. Yet, Uber is a complement of public transport and 
not a replacement (Arthur D. Little, 2011, p.18). Be that as it may, the case of Uber is a 
reflection that Costa Rica has the potential to develop its urban mobility.  
 
These past points along with what has being explored in the past chapters are significant in 
relation to the scientific literature surrounding topics about the sharing economy and Uber. In 
the Literature Review it is perceived how the participation of companies like Uber in the 
sharing economy is analysed with either pessimism or optimism, but not both. In this paper, I 
intended to find a balance between these two perspectives and support the fact that even if 
Uber has its benefits, some of the company’s effects should be considered for regulation. This 
position is a relevant academic approach, as the intention is to find an impartial standpoint in 
order to treat this phenomenon comprehensively. Finally, this paper opens the doors for 
further scientific research in specific areas of interest within this topic (e.g. economic or 
 42 
political concerns, socio-cultural perspectives, sustainability, etc.). Together with other 
quantitative as well as qualitative methods and/or other theories, further research can achieve 
additional investigations and conclusions. 
 
Conclusion 
Taking the past considerations into account, in this section I answer the research question: 
How can urban mobility potentially be benefited from the transportation services offered by 
the sharing economy?  
 
Although Uber generates profits, it is concluded that this company does belong to the sharing 
economy. The critique is directed instead to the contemporary sharing economy, as today it 
works with a capitalistic nature of society due to the critical socio-economic state that the 
world has been facing since the 2008 crisis. This has opened the doors for individuals to profit 
on their assets by making them accessible to others, rather than shareable. It is not a 
misinterpretation of the concept, but an adaptation to the contemporary context. Although this 
actions are not plainly sharing and are self-driven, they still provide potential benefits for the 
community and society. But, what are these benefits exactly? 
 
First, it is important to concretely identify the benefits that Uber has provided to its 
community, which have been mentioned along the paper, but not identified as such. For 
riders, Uber offers a more effective mobility service in terms of time, ease in use and 
payment, security, lower costs and an addition for a multimodal way of mobility. For partner 
drivers, Uber offers job opportunities to a society that is in need of labour opportunities. 
Although the intention of this study is not to promote Uber, it is relevant to acknowledge 
these benefits, as they are creating competition in the mobility market. This competition is 
making other mobility players improve their services and, reflection of this is how the taxi 
industry has introduced their own applications in partnership with other private companies. In 
this sense, Uber’s role not only as a sharing economy, but also as a technologic phenomena, 
can be considered as a vehicle that is driving Costa Rican society to a distinct future; a more 
modern one.  
 
Nevertheless, Uber benefits are limited to their community and are not a replacement of the 
entire traditional transportation system. However, in the previous chapter it is pointed out how 
the NOA Model, through the case of Uber in Costa Rica, captures wider and more complex 
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challenges in urban mobility. In synthesis, certain needs are not being supplied and there is a 
lack of opportunities for the general public. These needs are: better infrastructure and 
transport systems in order to save time, a more modernized mobility, and a less insecure urban 
environment. This tells policy makers that the nucleus of the problem is not only the non-
traditionalism of Uber as a sharing economy business, but also the Costa Rican deficient 
reality on urban mobility. Thus, this way of enunciating wider challenges can function as a 
call for policymakers to opt for reforms in the transport sector. Yet, it is still necessary to 
create legal and regulatory frameworks that consider the sharing economy in particular, as it 
seems that the sharing economy is here to stay. Issues surrounding labour, insurance and 
taxation should be considered. For this, proper comprehension of this new economic 
phenomenon is crucial as well as collaboration.  
 
In all, the case of Uber in Costa Rica was used to study how the sharing economy can shift 
urban mobility in a beneficial manner. With this case it can be learned that although there are 
some concerns to take into account when it comes to regulations, the sharing economy is still 
working in pro of the people. Even if self-interests and profits are the main reasons why 
individuals are choosing to become part of the sharing economy communities, society is 
receiving its benefits, which are inspiring a better future and new hopes for the development 
of Costa Rican urban mobility. In this particular case, even if it is indirectly and 
unintentionally, the original altruistic and prosocial philosophies of the sharing economy are 
being fulfilled.  
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